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ABSTRACT

Phase~elective programs in English enable students to
become involved in making curriculum choices. In an evaluation of the
elective programs offered in the Port Wayne Community Schools, it was
found that (1) seventy percent of the students enjoyed being allowed
to pick their own English courses; (2) eighty-eight percent of the
students found phase-elective programs to be more to their 1liking
than their previous programs; (3) sixty-three percent of the students
felt phase-elective programs had positively affected their attitudes
tovard English; (4) students in the phase-elective schools were
somevhat more positive in their response to language arts clasces
than were students in the traditional programs; and (5) students in
the elective prograts felt they were more involved in their
curriculum planning. Scores on the Iowa Test of Educational
Development over a fcur-year period indicated a rise of ten points on
the English scores above the score for the year prior to the :
institution of a phase-elective program. Though scheduling continues -
to be a problem, proponents of the elective programs continue to seek
new solutions, for it seems students in these programs have captured
a spirit of course election that is positive. (HOD)
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_ Lowell 8, Coats
Psychologist and author Haim Ginott told teacher delegates

at the 1973 Annual NEA Convention in Portland, Oregon, that chil-
dren are the enemy and, as adults, the teachers' task is to make
them friends. (NEA Reporter). He said that "In order to make

friends with children, the first step is to make children less de-

pendent on adulis because dependency inevitably breeds hostility."
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To diminish hostility by diminishing dependency, Ginott suggested
that adults let children make choices. He uses this method in psy~
chotherapy because it gives children confidence in their ability
to face life. By letting children make choices, adults are telling
children that they think the children are capable of making choices,
Undoubtedly, Dr. Ginott approves of educational programs that
give choices to the older children as well as the younger, especially
if these programs tend to make those students friends rather than
enemies of their adult teachers. The phase-elective program in
English certainly qualifies as one that lets students. make choices,
for the student involvement in planning is a maJor feature.
| Is 1t because of this factor that the electlve program has be-
- ‘r.gun to turn back an at leaet fifty-year tide of hate agalnst English?'
“'i John Maxwell. Deputy Executlve Secretary of NCTE, said in an address‘
’har,on “Accountability and the Teacher of Engllsh" before the November ff

"4:~2nd meeting of the Northeastern Indxana Council of Teachers of
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English that "accountability is the responsibility to provide
effrctive educational programs and to employ efficiently the re-
sources allocated for the purpnse.” He stated that "those who

are deep into the elective curriculum are very much on the side

of the angels because fhey believe in their estimation that it is

an effective program in turning back a generation of ages-long = well,
at least fifty years worth- of built-up feeling in people that 'I

hate English.'" He went on to say, "Our egos can't stand thét:

and our egos get stumped a little bit by the fact that when we have

an elective curriculum, the kids don't have that feeling."

Now that so many schools are planning new phase-elective pro-
grams in response, among other things, to the strong student desire
to be involved in curriculum decisions that affect them personally,
it is well to look at both the promises and problems in student
plannlng via the phase-elective English program.

As I noted in a paper prepared for NCTE last year, Daniel J. .
Dietrich's NCTE/Eric Summarles and Sources article in the March

1972 gnqlish Journal, "Student Unrest and otudent Partlcipatlon in

"ffvifplanning."  (pp 443 449), documented the fact that students were

even‘more dlssatisfied with the 1imited degren of participarI{




been demanding a better educational program and climate and want
to be involved in planning their programs.

Many educators have been,lgéining lessons from these students,
recognizing that people who are involved in making important de~
c}sions about their organizations are more likely to increase their
learning and commitment to those organizatfbns. In the evaluations
of the phase-elective program, in which students have an opportunity
at least to plan some of the content and the sequence of their Eng-~
lish clnsses, students generally give high approval to the program.
Responding to a questionnaire developed to asgsess current programs
in the Fort Wayne Community Schools in the spring of 1972, students
in three seniof high schools with phase-elective English programs
reacted as follows:

Question: How 4o you feel about being allowed to pick

your own English course?

(a) dislike very nuch 0.4%

(b) dislike 01%

(c) 1like 13%

f(d) '1ike much‘ ‘f'  . 16%
7;°£;:K§ff;1ike Very much  ?¥:  [.70A '   

°i‘€f Whetherft e,English program had actually”‘mproved as much_asj'i*



I".
Questions How would you rate the new English curriculum
in English in general as compared with previous programs

you have experienced?

(a) much poorer . 01%

' (b) poorer ' 03%
(c) same 07%
(d) Dbotter | 4l% )
(e) much better 47% .

In other words, 88% of the students responding, for one
reason or another, find their phase-elective program more to. their
liking than their previous programs. One must not overlook the
influence of such affective factors as the novelty of change in
the response of the students.k Nevertheless, there is no misfaking
the positive response to the elective program.

I'm pleased that a third of the students polled had had suf-
ficient good experiences in their former program or they were hav-
ing no worse experiencesin the new to cause them to respond to the

question asking them to assess their attitude as follows:

Question: How has this course affected your attitude

 towsrd Emglisn?

(e) 1like much more  20%
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It is worth‘noting that 63% respond more favorably to their new
program than to the old. I think this vividly supports John
Maxwell's observation that the elective program is turning back
that long established built-up feeling of hating English,

b

In response to a similar question in a quesﬁionnaire ad-
/ .

ministered to students in all six Fort Wayne COmgpnity Schools

\
high schools, four with phase-elective programs aéd two with tra-
ditional, students in the phase elective schools were somewhat more
positive in their response than were students in the traditional

program.

Question: I enjoy my language arts class.

Phase~ : Non~Phase
Elective Elective
5 - Excellent 18% 4 13%
4 - Very good 27% 21%
3 - Acceptable or 28% 249
generally true
2 - Fair or occasionally
true 14% 24%.
1 - Poor or missing 11% 18%

- *yvmggtea‘;cheyrs 'may have been a little more optimistic~"§chan

10 students in the favorable way they thought - or hoped - stu-




Questions: Students react favorably to their language arts

classes.
Phase~ Non~Phase
Elective Elective
5 - Excellent 20% 129%
' 4 - Very good 49% 31%
3 ~ Acceptably or 27% 41%
generally true
2 - Fair or occasionally 04% 08%
true
1l - Poor or missing 00% 04%

Nevertheless, the teachers in the phase elective schools thought
that 69% of their students wefe above average in their reaction to
their language arts classes as comparad to 43% of the teachers in
the non-phase elective schools. Since sophomores in two of thé
phase-elective schools were still‘on traditional programs at the
time, their reaction would not enhance the phase-clective positian.
In my previous years as English consultant in FWCS, I had not had
teachers come to me when I was visiting a building to tell me,

"Teaching has never been like this before; the students are inter-

'1:~f,ested and are eager to 1earn.". I do not mean to imply that teachers 

’:'1n our schools had notapréviously_had good experlences 1n the class~pf



Perhaps this is a good place to make some defensive state-
ments about the six Fort Wayne Cownunity Schools high schools in
my study. One might well wonder vay were not all six rather than
just four involved in the phase~-¢ ‘ctive program. At the time of
the survey, one of the two non-pli ie-elective schools was insti-
tLting a block program and felt ti.at was enough experimentation
currently. That school does have a new program this year, not a
phase-elective one, but one in which students elect year-long strands
of well conceived nine-week units. The other non-phase-elective
school is in the process of program revision but is not presently
planning a phase-elective program. It was one of the schools in
the HEW Cooperative English Project #1994 completed in 1966, "A
Study of English Programs in Selected High Schools which Consis-
tently Educate Outstanding Students in English." Because I have
a long standing intimate knowledge of the schools and the English
staffs, I feel that my investigation, although solely on home turf
among only six schools, may have some validity.

In a further question in the questionnaire, students in the

| phase—electlve schools though that they were more 1nvolved in plan-,

tning than was acknowledged on a questionnaire adminxstered to teaé'o_f*"




to involve students in planning.
Student Question: Students have some opportunity to set

goals and select activities in language arts classes.

Phase~ Non-Phase
/ Elective Elective
5 -~ Excellent 17% 8%
4 - Very good 32% 14%
3 - Acceptable or
generally true 29% 25%
2 - Fair or occasionally
true 16% 27%
1l - Poor or missing 6% 25% .

Teacher Question: Students are involved in the formulation

of goals and the selection of activities.

Phase- Non-Phase
Elective Elective
5 - Excellent 04% 12%
4 - Very good 26% 23%
3 ~ Acceptable or
o generally true 49% 23%
2 - Fair or occaszonally o i
. true Sl e 3%  35%

o ;&;POOrior[miSéingﬁ]}g[!;[-¢;;5  j_;jf?;7“




for student involvement in planning. However, knowing that the
planning involvement is good for students is no special province
of phase-elective teachers. Indeed, good teaching takes place
wherever one finds the good teacher. A well conceived phase-elec-
tive program, nevertheless, may make it possible for the good tea-
cher to be even more effective with students.

The implications of the following study may be either a promise
or a wish for the phase-elective English program. In a study to
learn what effect the phase-elective program may be having on re-
sults of standard achievement tests, Mr. David Platt, assistant
principal of R. Nelson Snider High School in Fort Wayne, studied
the test results on the English section of the Iowa Test of Educa-
tional Development over a four year period, one year before the
English department began instituting the phase-elective program
and the first three years of the program. I 4o not intend to in-
validate the gross inadequacy of standardized tests, the ITED as
well as others, but an examination of the English section of the
ITED reveals that it includes certain aspects of English that are
readily testable. All careful wrlters do observe these matters

, of language mechanlcs, and English teachers have 1ong drilled their

"'dents on them ad natl um. erroneously calllng thls an Engllsh
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English, or whatever area, when in reality they are only testing
selected aspects of that subject area.

At any rate, it is generally understood that it is nearly im=-
possible to move the mean percentile scores of a school appreciJ
ﬁbly from year to year on the ITED. Nevertheless, the first year
of phase elective at Snider the English mean percentile score
moved up seven points. However, the following year, the year of
integration, new school boundaries, and subsequent erruptions of
unpleasantness, the score moved down three points. The following
year, with the school population settled once again, the English
score went back up six points, ten points above the score for
'the yeaf prior to the institution of a phase-~elective program.

This happened without students having regular doses of what generally
has passed as grammar.

Mr. Platt firmly believes that the increase in the score must
be attributed to the phase-elective program. Just what part, he
is not sure, but perhaps the student involvement, the self-ldeter-
mination. In other words, it does.seem that when students partici-
pate in making some of their curricular decisions, there may be

Jlgpgsitive change bofh in their'attitudes«t§ward school and their

attainment in school. Hopefully, studies Of this kind will help to
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Well conceived phase-elective courses place emphasis on produc~
ing language, encouraging effective use of language through the
motivation that comes from the student's desire to communicate.
Any well conceived language arts course should do that.
' For all the promises in student plannig via the phase-elec-
tive Engiish program, there is ‘a major problem area: scheduling.
If the school cannot schedule the program the student has elected,
his involvement in planning his program has brought little more
than disappointment, A frequent student comment in the evalua-
tion of the elective program is that if they cannot get the courses
they sign up for, there is little value in their invblvement in
planning. In fact, those who have enjoyed the fruits of the elec-
tive prograﬁ express great regret when it does not work out as they
have planned. Students do expect the phase-elective program to
work as they have been led to believe it will.,
Response by 530 stgdents at R, Nelson Snider High School in
Fort Wayne to two items in a survey to evaluate scheduling practices
of both the school and the students is of significance here.
Question: Why do you favor the phase-elective English
progtam?’ (Check those appllcable)

, t‘g7%'1( ) I can take the courses I want to take , ,,

’ 7(b) Itcan take the Courses I need to take;,ffiﬁiff“'




68% f(e);,Electives are more 1nteresting
'*'~‘;27%4 (f) Teachers seem to enjoy teaching electives;’f

' imore than traditional English courses

hi%',(g)°;I don t. favor electives: X would rather

‘Eaff{.;*aj,,_"~;,’;,~fhave traditional English |
a‘QgeStion: When choosing an electlve. ths most important o =
considaration for me isg” (Cheok only one). , 1 |

"33%cu(a).g1t:rs,a“course'I need ~f

| 5% () 1t s o course I went

1,?o%rn(a)ﬁ;ze is a teacher I want

"0%7;(d5,~1t‘is a period that I want
6%_h(é5h;The phase drfficulty o

3%;3(£_)! “To accommoda_te a work Schﬁ"dul‘@-‘,' ’

‘ "7 Mr. David Platt, assistant principal, who conduoted the sur-. .

;fvey, concludes that "the election criteria brought to the election

~ will have faced up to the problems and won or lost. One adminis-

trator I know suffered a mild heart attack trying to work his way
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out from»under an overwhelming nunber of schedulingrproblems re-

fyfi:quiring course changes. o R Y

/.{ Those administrators who are winning the battle are facing :

i f‘fup to several realities. They have found that some sort of pre- L

“ffi,ﬂenrollment will indicate where student interests lie., A study of

,,,;;the totals for each course will quickly show which courses will

‘rg;h;be singletons and will cause scheduling problems. The wise'si'"f°

jtsoheduler will soon learn how many singletons he can handle in ,f;h'

>]fgi,jany one scheaule period. By proportioning these throughout the

frl3sohool year or even in alternating years, he can retain a rich

*’ffioffering yet eliminate some of his problems. In addition. the

| '—*f?schedulers will realize that the number of periods in the school

‘f}'day will either restrain or open the Options available to studentsn

k:':-'Scheduling in a six-period day is far more diﬁficult than in a nine~

"7l‘.period day. eSpecially Lor the academically talented senior who o¢.

°.ﬁ}f~will be requesting an entire program of low frequenoy classes.“‘

iffSGhedulers learn it is best to makevthe student aware that,his,

~half of the semester. Many link of pair nine-week courses to over-
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come this problem and in 80 doing limit the number of options

available., A few schools have adopted arena scheduling or student

loading.as a solution to scheduling nine—week courses and as a

o means of allowing the student to ‘revise his priorities on the spot f

,if it becomes necessary. 7 |
There are other problems and undoubtedly solutions’tnat‘l may

::beyunaware of, Perhaps the additional strain placed upon the ad~

‘ ministration of the phase-elective schools is reassuring in that

‘ mit would seem to reaffirm the belief that schools are for kids and
| not for the adults who are charged with operating them. " The phaseu'

'elective proponents must continue to seek new solutions to the i

. pproblems, for students seem to have captured a spirit of course,l'f

'ﬁelection - planning, if you will - that is positive., o

- Lowell S, Coats :
- Consultant for English ;
~ Fort Wayne Community Schools
1 Fort Wayne, Indiana
~ November 1, 1973




